DSCUAERT RESURE «

ED 088 006 . CS 000 927

AUTHOR _ Harket, W. John
TITLE , Teaching Comprehension in Content Areas ‘
PUB DATE . Feb 74 N
NOTE . 14p.; Paper presented at the Annual York University
: Reading Conference (7th, Torontc, February 20-2z3, i
1974) , . :
S AN
EDRS PRICE MF-$0.75 HC-$1.50 S
DESCRIETORS *Content Reading; Reading; *Reading Comprehensicn; _

%eadlng Inprovement; *Reading Instructicn; Reading
Processes; Reading Research; .Reading Skills;
*Teaching Methods

™~
ABSTRACT g ' _ . -
To comprehend effectively, students must Le taught 7N
how to analyze the particular comprehsnsion tasks before them in :
order to determine the specific thinking processes necessary fcr the |
solution of these tasks at the appropriate level of difficulty. \
Rather than teaching specific comprehension skills in an abstract,
formulistic manner separated from the 1mmed1a§e demands of content

.area reading, it is more realistic to teach pupils a flexible,
generallzed approach to comprehension tasks which can be applied
directly in a variety of contextual settings. The specific demands of
content area reading require pupils to apply comprehension skills in
different ways, depending on the nature of the content material being
read and the pupils' purpose for readlng it. As puplls grow in their
____ability to analyze and solve comprehension tasks in different ccntent
areas, their ability to use the skills appropriate for comprehension

in these areas will develop concomitantly. (WR)

!




ED 088006

US DEPARTMENTY OF HEALTH.
/ EDUCATION &8 WELFARE
_ NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EDUCATION
Tris DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRO
DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM
THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN
ATING IT POINTS OF VIEW OR CPINIONS
STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPNE
SENTOFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EOUCATION POSITION OR POLCY

A
st

Teaching Comprehension in Content Areas
} .

Paper Presenfed at{the Seventh Annual Reading Conference
A

York UniVversity, Toronto, Ontario
February 20-23, 1974

PEAMISSION TO REPRCDUCE  THIS COPY B

FUGHTFD MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED By

W. ;Joh n Harker

W. John Harker

TG G AND ORGANIZATIONS OPERATING
UNDER ASREEMENTS WITH THE NATIONAL IN
STIVOTE OF FUUCATION FURTHER REPRD

Memorial University of Newfoundland DUCTION GUISIDE THE TRIC SYSTEM RI

QUIREYS  PERMINSION OF  THE  COPYRIGH!
OWNER

&

What is comprehension?.hUltimately, the most effective
method for teaching comprehension will depend uéoﬁ a definitive
answer to this question, However, the mental processes .
through which pupils understand.what they read rémain a topile
of continuing controversy among psychologlists and educational
researchers.

' Despite the lack of a definitive ?xplanatjon of
comprehension, we as teachers \are obligéd to form in our

minds some idea of how pupils/comprehend. .This"is necessary.



/ 2

in order to rationalizg_our teaching procedures in the claisroom.

A working definition of comprehension is possible’éor
teaching_purposeg\' This definition prdvides insight into how
pupils think when they‘comprehend, and how they can be taught
to fead with'greatgr comprehension.

Comprehension can best be viewed as a problem-solving

\ process--a process which occurs in the mind of the reader in

response to his perceived need to perform a specific task for
a particular purpose. In performing different comprehension
tasks, pupils' thinking skills are exercised in different ways
depending on the particular comprehension task at hand;
Hence,the'nature of different comprehension fasks determines
the methods for solving them. Since no two comprehensior;
tasks are identical, the methods pupils will use to solve
them differ in each case.. |

If this approach to uhderstanding comprehension is
accepﬁed, the need to teach pupils flexible strategies to
perfgrm comprehension tacks is obvious. This need for
flexibility 1is doubly apparent when one considers the broadening

range of reading assignments which pupils encoﬁnter as they

‘move through the elementary and into the secondary grades.

Learning to read is a developmental process.. At each
stagé in a pupil's progress through school, he is expected
to read and to understand increasingly deménding material in
a widening spectrum of content areas. This 1s particularly
true in the intérmediate and secondary grades where learning

becomes prdgressiyely more specialized in different content



areas and where increasing emphasis 1s placed on independent
reading and study 1n these areas.
Learning in the various content areas requires pupils
to perform certain comprehension tasks which are to a considerable
extent particular po the éhbjects concerned. Research has
shown consistently that because studenté'read-well in one
particular content area, they do not necessarily read'well‘in | ,/f
other content areas. Morsover, these discrepaﬁcies tend to ’/
.Qideh when higher-level cémprehension is required.

For 'example, the basic comp;ehension task of detérmining
the maln 1dea in a paragraph must be executed somewhat diffefently
by a student‘reading a nofel in English thaﬁlby the same
student reading the introduction to a science laboratory. 1In
the noyvel, the reader wlll have to integrate the_main idea
of the paragraph with 1ldeas carried forward from previous
parts of the novql. These ldeass are likely to be of an
imaginative and abstract nature. ConverSely, a paragraph
from the introductibn to a sclence laboratory may donstitute
the entire introduction or at leést the major part of it énd
therefore the student will not bring to thils reading assignment
a frame of reference derived from previous reading. The
content of this paragraph will probably be technical and the
manner of expression concrete yet complex. While the pupil's
task in each of these éxamples is nominally the same, the
nature of the task variles qonsiderably as determined by the

content of the materlal being read.
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The increasing complexity and. variety of reading
material encountered by pupils in the various content areas
inevitably results in comprehension difficulties. These
difficﬁities are to be expected andPthey can and should be
dealt with as part of normal content area teaching. If
puplils are expected to learn by reading'and studying content
material, they must be actively taught how to effectively
comprehend this material. Most pupils will not learn to
comprehend without being taught how to. Teach}né how to
learn content material 1s a rather diifé;ent activity from
Just teaching content material. Unfortunately, emphasis is
usually placéd on the latter at the expense ﬁf the former.

The current concentration on\independent study should not
be confused with independent learning. Students must be
taught how to comrprehend if indgpendent learning is to result.

If the comprehension of different content material is
something which pupils have to be actively taught, the next
queétion is how does one go about it? The most common
approach to teaching comprehension is throdgh questioning.
Most textbooks on reading methods will suggest that the depth
of pupils' understanding of what they read will be determined
by the teacher's success in posing thought provoking questions
based on the reading material.

Despite the prevalence and logic of questioning as a
means of developirg pupils’ combrehension, certain difficultles

are apné?ént in the method. In one of the few attempts to

determine exactly how questions are asked and answered in
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the cléssroom, Guszn;(i967) studied pupils in the” second,
fourth, and sixth grades. 1In seeking to establish what kinds
of questions teachers ask, Guszak found that,gver seventy
percent of teachers' questions were at the literal level of
comprehenéion. These questions required pupils to recognize
information stated directly in reading seledtiohé, and to
recall factual material previously read. Only fifteen‘percent
of teachers' questions required pupils to_evaluate what they
read, and even here, inspection of fhe questions revealed

that they nearly all demanded a simple "yes"™ or "no" response

from pupils. Only thirteen pvercent of teachers' questions

‘demanded pupil respénses at the inferential level of

cohprehension.

In the second part of his study,'GUSzaksought to
determine the extent to which pupil responses actually
answered teachers' questions. The highest incidence of

correct fesponses was at the second grade level. This

- finding appeared to result from second grade teachers

questioning more precisely than did fourth and sixth grade
teachers. Fourth and sixth grade teachers, while questioning
predominantly at the literal level, apveared unsure of the-
correct answers to the factual questions they were ésking.
This resulted in pupil reéponses being accepted as cofrect
when in fact they were incorrect.

Guszak also investigated the rature of teacher-pupil

~Interaction during the questi~ning process. He found that

the most common tyne of exchange involved a single teacher

quest;oh followed by a single correct pupil response. He
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also found that this type of exchange frequently occurred
withlin a2n expanded frémework vhereln the teacher initially
asked the question as a guide fpr puplls, and then repeated
the same question in order to eiicit the correct pupil
response.

It seems ¢lear fromGuszak's research that although a
great many questions are asked by teachers in an effort to
further pupils' comprehension, the quality of these questions
and their effectiveness in p{pmoting pupil comprehé%sion is
limited. As Guszak concluded, the empﬁasis on the recall of
trivial details which characterlzes many teachers' questions
results 1n the obscuring of such basic literal understandings
as plot development, czuse and effect relationships, and

- sequences of events. Moreover, questions requiring pupils
to tranélate into their own words the information contained
in reading selections, even at the literal level, are absént
from most teachers questioning repertoires. Rather than gaining
a clear understanding of what they read, é;szacconcluded that
pupils concentrate on anticipating the picayuﬁe literagl-leval
questions which they have come to expect from their teachers.
As Guszak states:

~ About the only thing that appears to be programmed into
The students 1is the nearly flawleés ability to‘anticipate

the trivial nature éf teéchers' literal questions. As
evidenced by the high.congruence of immediate responses,
tne students have learned quite well to parrot back an

endless recollection of trivia.
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The indictment of coﬁﬁentional classroom questioning
strategiles conég ed in Guzak's study demands a reassessment
of questioning as a meahsrof teachihg comprehension. 1t
would seem that the éoncept of exercising puplls thinking
skills by asking appropriate questions is not in itself invalig.
Rather, 1t is tﬁe actual implementation of this concept in
classroom practice thét causes difficulties; wpat,if required
is not a new strategy for developihg pupil compréhension, but
rather a different questioning technique in order to avoid
the pitfalls identified by Guszak. .

Generally quaking, inadequate questioning strategies
derive from an overemphasis on simple-recall, literal-level
questions pesed within fhe context'of a one-question, one-
answer exchange sbetween teacher and pupil. It 1is inevitable
that, when teacher-pupil interaction in the questioning
situation 1s limited to a stimulus-response framework,
pupils wiil come to anticipate questions which can be answered
.at the literal level of understanding, and teachers will
unconséiously tend to ask this type of questi5n thereby
enforcing pupiis’ expectations. K ‘

What is needed is a different approach to the conventio@al
question-answer format in order to guide pupils to a fuller
. understanding of what they read at the appropriate level of
compreheqsion. The approach to queéﬁioning advocated here--~
which I call the task analysis approach (Harker, 1973)--
extends the conyentional single-question, single-answer

exchange between teacher and pupil. Rather than reéponding to
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a single questinn, pupils are guided to the soiution of
comprehension tasks by a series of questions and answers.

In order to successfully implement the task analysis
approach, a series of steps should be taken by the teacher:

(1) The first step is to determine pupils' purpose
for reading. This purpose will derive directly from content
area lessoh objJectives. At this point, the primary concern of
teachers 1s fo establish the specific content area learning
which is to'dgrive from reading. This learning has fifst
priority in the classroomj effective comprehension is the
means to this end. e

(2) Once pupil purpose for reading has beeﬁ%determined,
the initilal task-setting question can be formulated in terms
of this purpose. This question corresponds to the conventinnal
single comprehension question asked by most teachers. However,
as will be seen 1n a moment, this question is followed by a
series of subordinate questions which gulde the pupil through
successive stages to the solution of the comprehension tacsk.
The task-setting question will set the level of comprehension
necescary for succes<ful task analysis. .

(3) When the initial task-setting question has been
determined, the sequence of subordinate questions required to
guide pupils to its solution‘can be formulated, The pﬁrpoée
| of these questions 1s to exercise pupils' thinking skills in
such a way that they will think through the task to its
correct solution., Since psychologists tell us that the
cognitive styles of pupils differ considerably, it is unlikely
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that these questions can do more than apvroximate the cognitive

procesces actually used by pupils in their solﬁtion of

"\
comprehension tasks. However, by structuring and guiding /'
9 : /
pupils' thinking by a series of questions, pupils are far «/

more likely to think through comprehension tasks thoroughly

-and to solve them at the required level of difficulty than
they would in response to a single qdbstioh. In.determining
the series of subordinate questions, the analysisfrﬁgézflj
comprehenéion task must beimade from the pupil's point of
view. Diffilcult though itfmay be, the teacher should try to
get inside the heads of hig pupils so as to view the task
before them frém their perspective. This perspective will be
determinéd by such factors as pupils' previous school learning,
intelligence, level of reading achlevement, and expériential
background. Once pupils' perspective on the task has been
determined, the sequence of questions which will lead to
comprehension can be developed.

(4+) Once the thinking procesces necessary to solve
particular éompr%hension tasks havé been illustfated to pupils,
and once pupils ﬁave experienced success in solving specific
comprehension tasks, the fransfer of learning which has occurred
in these situations can be encouraged in new situations.

Pupils can be shown how to think through té the solutions of
comprehension tasks in different content areas for a variety
of burposes. In this way, independence in comprehension will

be developed. To further this independehce, teachers can modify

their questioning strategie; by requiring pupils to formulate

a steadily increasing propﬁftion of their own questions and \
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by demanding solutions to increasingly complex tasks.

‘Three examples employing different kinds of comprehension
tasks will 3llustrate the method by which the task analysis
approach may be used in the c¢lassroom with reading material
from different content areas.

Often the simplest kind of comprehension task facing
students requires literal understanding. Here pupils are
expected to comprehend what is =stated explicitly in a passage.
Such a pascage might contain sentences like the following one:
JEAgainst the back of the shelf stood a row of strange-

looking bottles--small rouni bottles of red glaes,

clear bottles containing a mysterious amber-hued

liquid, bottles of a peculiar hour-glass shape, some

bottles squat and opaque, and still others having

bright green contents and standing tall and cylindrical

on the shelf. _ _

Pupils might be asked, "How many different shapes do
ka uottles described have?" In order to answer this question,
students must be able to analyze and solve the speclfic task
confronting them in order to provide the particular information
required. This process of analysis and solution may be
anproximated by*the folloﬁing sequence of questions and
answers, initially stimulated by the teacher but later conducted
independently_in the mind of the comprenending pupil:

How many bottles are there? It doesn't say; all it

1

says 1s trat there 41s a row of therm.
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How are the bottles described? They are different

colors and d4ifferent shapes. —

Is the shape of each bottle described? No, sometimes

only the color of the bottle is described.

Ignoring the colors then, what different shapes aré

described? Round ones, hour-glass shaped ohes, squat

ones, and tall and cylindrical‘ones.'

Solution: There are four different shapes of bottle

" described. |

A second kind of comprehension task involves inferential
understanding. Here pupils must grasp what is revealed
{ﬁplicitly rather than stated explicitiy. An example of an
inferential comprehension task can be found in a reading
selection containing alsentence such as_therfollowing:

fdis first pltching experience was when he played ball

on the rooftops of apartment puildings in New York

as a boy. ' u
Pupils\may be asked, "Do you think that the person referred
to in this seﬁtence grew up in a weaithy family?" The analysis
and solution of this task can be approximated by the following
sequence of questions andi answers: ’

Does it say whether they were wealthy? ©No. (Therefore

‘a literal solution is impossible; the solution must

be inferred.) ‘

Where did he play ball? On the rooftops of apartment

buildings.

Why did he play there? It doesn't say, but probably

because there was nowhere ‘else for Him to play.
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Would he have played somewhere else if he was from a

b
<

wealthy home? Probably he would have, in his own
yard or in the kind of park that you see in wealfhy
neighbourhéods,
Solution: He d4idn't grow up in a wealthy family.
Aqother kind of comprehension task facing students
demands critical understanding. Here students must make
Judgments concerning the material réad based on their
backgrounds and experiences.'-For examﬁle, students might
read a statement such as the fol%owing: |
" The reasons for the outbreak of World War I have never
béen aCCoun£ed for:acéurately.' “
A eritical understanding of this statement démands that students
assess 1ts accuracy. Questions which might be asked inélﬁde:
"Is the.author of this statement a recognigzed aﬁthority?
What support does the author provide fér his statement?
Where 1s the statement made--in a popular a}ticle, in
a scholarly journal, in an advertisement for a new

book, ete?

~
~

Is this a recent statement?

Do other authorities agree’wiké this statement?

Wheré can I go to gain furthek information regarding

—

.

the accuracy of this statement? | ‘\\\\\\
The manner in which these questions are answered and the
extent to which they can be answered wiil depend on the
different backgrounds ani exﬁé;ié;;é;ngfférent pupils'bring

to the critical comprehension. task. Generally, however,
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quesinnS'such as these encourage students' development in
critical comprehension. |

;Igg\gpphasis throughout this method 1is on the active
rather than paséive teaching of comprehénsion. To comprehend
effeétivei&,'students‘mUSt be tagght how to analyze the
parfidular comprehension tasks before them in order to determine
the specific thinking process;s necessgry for the solution of
these tasks at the appropriate level of difficulty. One
result of this emphasis on thinking is a relativevlack of
emphésis in skills development. Rather than teaching specific
comﬁrehension'§kills in an abstract, formulistic manner
divorced from the ihmediate demands of contént érea4reading,
it is more realistic to teach'pupiié a flexible, generélized
approach to comprehension tasks which can be apnlied directly
in a variety of contextual'settings. The specific demands of
content area reading requiré punil§ to apnly comprehension
skills ig different ways depending on the nature of the content
material being read and pup%&s' purpose for reading it. As
pUpils'grow in their abili?& to analyze and solve comprehension
‘tasks in different content!areés, their ability to use the

skills appropriate for.comprehension in these areas will

-

» dévelop concomitantly.



1k,

N : References

Guszak, Frank J. "Teacher"Questioning_and Reading." The

Reading Teacher, 21 (December, 1967), 227-234,

Harker, W. John. "Teaching Comprehension: A Task Analysis

Approach." Journal of Reading, 16 (February, 1973),
[ : . .
379-382.

Y
A\



